Missional & Fruitful Appointment Making** 

Introduction

In December of 2008, Bishop Max Whitfield and representatives from the New Mexico and Northwest Texas joint appointive cabinet attended an event hosted by the Texas Methodist Foundation to discuss new approaches and needed changes in the appointment processes of the United Methodist Church.  All active bishops from the South Central Jurisdiction were in attendance along with other bishops and superintendents from a number of conferences across the country.  Presentations were made, guided discussions were held and informal conversations took place.  Out of this event and subsequent conversations between Bishop Whitfield and the joint cabinet, it was agreed that fresh approaches were indeed needed to assist our conferences in making pivotal changes in the appointment process.  

The New Mexico and Northwest Texas Conferences have embraced the overall mission of the United Methodist Church to “make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world” as its own. The focus of this paper is to explore fresh approaches for making pivotal changes in the appointment process as an important aspect of fulfilling our stated mission.   In addition to the desire to fulfill our mission, there are also a number of factors that force this focus to the forefront of our concern.  These factors include, though are certainly not limited to:

· the decline in numbers of United Methodist Christians in our region and nationally 

· the shift in demographics and expectations regarding religious identity, religious affiliation and religious expectations in our region and nationally

· the models of church life that built the congregations, missions and institutions of our conference which were effective for the cultural context and missional needs of the era in which they were established, but with which many now struggle to maintain effectiveness

· the clash of expectations for pastoral leadership between clergy and congregations

· the quagmire of diverse ideas within the denomination (and outside it) as to the “way through” to stop and reverse the decline.

Even as these factors are evident in many quadrants and are discussed regularly in various ways and in the media, it is nonetheless true that there are United Methodist Churches in our conference and across the country that are: 

· growing in numbers

· embracing clear, meaningful religious identities, affiliations and expectations  

· establishing new congregations, missions and institutions that are responsive to the needs of today

· working to transform older congregations, missions and institutions so they are relevant and solvent in today’s world 
· creatively synergizing expectations for pastoral leadership and congregational ministry

· implementing “best practices” and “great ideas” that are stopping and reversing the overall decline of our denomination.

Unique Context

A very effective presentation of the histories of the New Mexico and Northwest Texas Conferences was made at the 2008 joint conference of the New Mexico and Northwest Texas Conferences at Glorieta, New Mexico.  It pointed out some unique factors of history and highlighted a number of qualities that are found in the New Mexico and Northwest Texas Conferences including:

· Fluctuating jurisdictional/Episcopal area affiliations and conference boundaries in the past 100 plus years

· Growing Anglo, Hispanic, and Asian populations in larger towns and cities;  declining and/or changing populations in smaller, more isolated communities
· A cultural context that is more heavily weighted toward its 400 to 500 hundred year old Spanish and Catholic history, heritage and influence in New Mexico while north and west Texas were settled in the 20th century primarily by the Anglo-Protestant culture that was represented in the Bible Belt Protestantism of the Midwest and the South 
· Native American nations, reservations (and missionary endeavors on the reservations)

· Immigration from other parts of the U.S., Mexico and Central America

Along with statistical data that indicated a continued decline in the number of United Methodists, existing congregations and new church starts over the past decades, our conference is aware that it must not only embrace best practices from many sources outside our conference, but also develop best practices that will be effective in our unique context.

A distinctive and key strategy for strengthening churches for “making disciples for the transformation of the world” has been, and continues to be, the deployment of pastors in the itinerant system.  This paper presents some strategies for improvement and changes in our appointment approach.  Bishop Whitfield outlined many of these strategies in his closing address at Annual Conference 2009.  Bishop Whitfield has long understood that the unique context of the New Mexico and Northwest Texas Conferences calls for an appointive process commensurate with our conference and socio-geographic context. The aim of a new strategy for our appointment process is to strengthen the identity of our churches, improve the overall health of our congregations and, most importantly, orient the meaning and work of ministry toward the needs of the wider community beyond the local church.  Wesley put it most succinctly:  “the world is my parish”.  As inheritors of Wesley’s wide love for God and people, we are called to serve with vitality wherever people are impoverished, broken, longing for purpose in life and in need of the transforming power of the gospel of Jesus Christ.  

The Appointment Process

The purpose of our denomination has been simply but profoundly stated by our General Conference. Our mission is “to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.”  This mission is not fulfilled by clergy or laity alone.  It is rather as people work together to maximize the resources of our tradition and history with current insights from Biblical and theological resources, organizational theory, leadership development and the emerging cultural context of the church that the mission is best acted upon.  

Bishop Janice Riggle Huie and Dr. Richard Burnham in their monograph “Making Mission Field Appointments” raise a number of insights, questions and commitments related to the appointment making process that has been historically predominant in many of the conferences  of the South Central Jurisdiction.  They include:

· United Methodist preachers, rightfully so, yearn to understand how and why the cabinet decides “who serves where.”

· Informal conversation among clergy identifies some “common wisdom” that has driven much of the appointment making process:  
· “It’s about who you know.”  
· “It’s about taking care of pastors.” 
· “It’s about paying your apportionments, and keeping everybody happy.”  
· “It’s about not rocking the boat.”

· Informal conversation among superintendents identifies some “common wisdom” as well:

·  “Happy preachers make happy churches. . . Happy churches make happy District Superintendents. . . Happy District Superintendents make happy Bishops.” 

·  “There are three factors in appointments: time, geography and salary.  The pastor may influence one or two, but not all three.”

· “If you get a really good move for a pastor coming out of your district, you are not likely to do as well for your church with the pastor coming into your district.”

· “If the pastor was not asking to move, and the church was happy, I always left them alone.”

· “Conflict was never a problem when I was a superintendent.  If the church got mad, we just moved the preacher.”

Huie and Burnham go on to write:

These statements stand in contrast to the itinerant approach of Asbury and McKendree.  Deployment of preachers in the late 18th and early 19th centuries centered on the mission needs for the areas to which traveling preachers were sent.  From the mid-19th century to the present, traveling preachers became parish ministers (Richey, Marks of Methodist, p. 58). The product of this shift is signified in the evolving professional nature of clergy.  Russell Richey notes:  “The confining of intineracy within conferences in the twentieth century paved the way for conferences to behave for their members as a professional organization. . . Gil Rendle succinctly observed “for the District Superintendent, the client has become the preacher, not the local church.” (p. 6)

Inasmuch as these words of wisdom and practice have been implemented, however inconsistently, they make up the common lore and reality of many clergy and laity.  Additionally, spoken and unspoken rules have influenced the making of appointments and/or the perception of appointment making by others.  These “rules” or “principles” that underlie real or perceived appointment making are designed to benefit the professional “guild” of the clergy. (See Huie and Burnham) They include:

· Rewarding clergy based on salary and/or prestige of church

· Clergy move up the salary ladder, incrementally

· Professional advancement is a matter of tenure or “paying dues” to the system

· The system must be fair first to the clergy and then to the local churches
· Conflict is resolved by moves

· Superintendents are expected to act as an “agent” for the appointed clergy in their districts and push for certain moves by “accentuating the positive”

Likewise, the laity have some of their own lore about the appointment making process.

· “It’s who you know.”

· “They say shared ministry payout counts, but it has never helped us get a good appointment.”

· “If they would just send us <fill in the blank (young, male, family, smart, conservative, etc.)> pastor, then this church would grow!”

· “We’ll be taken care of.  They know they need our church.”

· “We’ll be taken care of.  If there is a church on the “inside” of appointments,  then it is us.”

· “I can’t understand what they are thinking.  Why don’t they consult us (and go along 100% with what we say!)?”
· “They don’t really care about us.  They are grooming our pastor for a bigger church.”

· “We got our new pastor because they know it’s their last stop before retirement.”

The Need for and Role of Transparency in Trust Building

Clear definitions of terms, knowledge of the process and clarity of expectations can help build trust in the itinerant system for the deployment of pastors and in the appointment making process.  Misunderstandings, outright conflict and mistrust stem from differences of opinion, conflicting values, as well as poor communication (or no communication).  As vocabulary, processes and expectations for itineration are established and as healthy relationships are practiced, trust may be strengthened so that our institutions may not only withstand the conflict inherent in them, but grow in and through them.  While some persons have trust in the itinerant system and/or the conference and episcopal structures that support it, others have doubts about it.  Some doubts are based in honest differences, others in overt or covert experiences.  All persons will need to take stock of and explore their own experiences and trust levels so that as the system changes, their expectations (pro and con) may also change.  

It must be kept in mind that confidentiality is not the opposite of transparency.  Of course, there will always be the need for confidentiality in working with information and persons, but the process by which decisions are made can and should be clearly communicated and made publicly available to all.  

The Cabinet’s Processes

This year the cabinet intentionally sought to change its processes of appointment making.  Its stated priority was appointment to the mission field in which the church finds itself and to which it already seeks to minister.  In addition to “appointment to the mission field,” high potential churches, high potential pastors, high producing churches, and high producing pastors were identified, so that they might be considered in ways that would help them fulfill their potential in ministry. 

How is this different from previous years?  In some ways, the Northwest Texas and New Mexico Cabinets have been effective in appointing for the mission field in the past.  It has been aware of its high potential pastors and churches.  The distances, differences in communities and limited financial and human resources have helped us focus on missional appointments for some time, if not always.  But, the “common wisdom” previously stated that “happy preachers make happy churches, make happy District Superintendents, make happy Bishops” also has been practiced.  Church conflicts and problems have sometimes been “resolved” by moving the pastor, rather than doing the hard work of addressing the conflicts and problems in ways that lead to clarity, self-understanding and reconciliation.  This has short circuited the work of the Spirit and led some churches and clergy toward immaturity in faith and practice rather than toward maturity.  Limited resources of money, time, energy, creativity and training have influenced placing conflict resolution, reconciliation and growth as a low priority. This needs to change as we embrace new appointment goals and processes.
In the past, the cabinet, like most around the country, began the “appointment season” with a review of needs based on the following key:

R
Remain.

ER 
Signified the pastor would move or remain, but preferred to remain.

E
Equaled either move or remain.  In this situation the pastor was typically

 
waiting for a good move.

EM
Designated the desire of the pastor to move, but he or she could stay.

M
Move.

(Indeed, on the new computer program that the cabinet is using for record keeping, this key is in the template for describing the pastoral situation/appointment.) 

Informally, the cabinet would sometimes designate a “Must Move” for situations where there seemed to be a real impasse in the appointment.

Additionally, “obligations” were identified and kept on the board (that is, full time churches and conference member pastors who qualify for and request full time appointments).  “Part-time churches and appointments” were acknowledged, but left for the most part to the superintendent to work out for his or her own district. 

The overall approach was dominated by appreciation for “harmony.”  Churches and pastors who mark “R” were for the most part noted and then set aside.  Only when the cabinet got in a “jam” would they request an “R” clergy to move.  Otherwise, it worked primarily with the requests that included the M and/or E.  

This approach was fundamentally reactive.  When things were going well, the cabinet did not consider a move. (“If it aint broke, don’t fix it.”)  If things were not going well in some way, then the names of the clergy and the churches were brought to the board (on post-it notes with names and salaries).  Church and clergy statistics on membership, attendance and shared ministries were posted by computer projection.  

Sometimes, the District Superintendents considered themselves as agents for their district preachers and churches, trying to work the “best deal” to benefit their district. From time to time, this included subtle or overt competition with other districts and superintendents. 

Some clergy and churches have felt overlooked in the appointment process.  An observation related to unstated expectations that Huie and Burnham made in their paper could also be observed periodically in our appointment process.  

All clergy have the will and capacity to lead congregations in healthy ways, and all congregations are entitled to the personal resource of an appointed clergy person who is a good leader.  In Gil Rendle’s words, this would be an example of the tyranny of all.  That is, the system is supposed to function to satisfy and or make all clergy and all congregations happy.  This approach does not deal with ineffective clergy and does not address unrealistic expectations among congregations. . . The system continues to move that preacher until he or she is appointed to a church in which he/she can adequately function (or, is tolerated by), or retires. (Page 9)
Measurable data indicating clergy effectiveness/ineffectiveness or strengths/weaknesses was partially used in discerning where to place a pastor.  Measurable data related to the congregation’s effectiveness/ineffectiveness or to their strengths/weaknesses was rarely methodically gathered or used.  Input as to congregational effectiveness was primarily anecdotal.  Data related to clergy and congregations was sometimes used to defend a potential appointment and sometimes used to defend against a potential appointment, but rarely was there thorough critical examination of what data needed to be gathered and how it should be interpreted (beyond the District Superintendent’s personal (and anecdotal) interaction with the church with a partial explanation of the data).  
The Churches’ Realities

The need for and role of transparency in trust building works both ways.  Transparency is needed about the appointment making process, especially when there are changes being made in the cabinet’s approach and processes, but it is also needed for understanding what the data says about the health of our churches and the successes and failures in their efforts in ministry.  What Huie and Burnham noted about the Texas Conference is evident also in the Northwest Texas and New Mexico Conferences:  

…growing churches with an outwardly focused, missional spirit are in the minority.  Indeed, inwardly focused churches are common.  Such churches typically identify congregational life as warm and caring.  “We love each other,” they would say.  But they function as a closed system. (p. 8)

We might say that such inwardly focused churches are more like social clubs that do some “good things” for members and the community, but the primary focus is on themselves and taking care of “their own.”  New persons are invited to join their church when they are a good fit (i.e., they are very much like the people who are already there, and accepted by them.)  While there is a legitimate role for congregations caring for their members, it is not the primary purpose of a healthy Christian congregation that embraces God’s call to “make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.” 

A major effort of a healthy Christian congregation in the United Methodist tradition is to nurture persons in the love of God and to invite them into their own commitments of faith as they experience God’s grace and reconciliation in their lives.  Vital congregations reach the young, disenfranchised, the lonely, the dechurched, and the unchurched.  These congregations cross racial and economic barriers to enable persons to enter a vital faith relationship with Jesus Christ.  Such faith commitments are nurtured, in part, through the fellowship of Christians (i.e. the church).  Vital and outreaching faith is often found through Sunday worship, music and choral programs, study groups for all ages, ongoing and short term service projects in the community, mission trips, celebrations and observances within the church such as weddings, funerals, graduations and local festival traditions.  Not all churches with Sunday morning worship service and a list of programs and activities are vital churches.  Many churches are experiencing a failure to thrive, not only in numbers but in the joy, growth, sacrifice and commitment that they experience through their fellowship.  Many churches have willing volunteers who do not know what they are supposed to do.  Others have many “worn out” volunteers who have lost their interest and willingness to serve with the same expectation they experienced in their younger years.  Changing expectations of society and the church have challenged people to be open to the way other generations and sub-cultures do things.  Some find the challenge too hard and prefer to retreat to the fellowship of people just like them; persons with whom they share history, values and lifestyle.  

Churches who are not satisfied with the status quo and desire to be faithful and growing may face simple but difficult demographic realities, such as:
· declining and/or changing populations in their towns and neighborhoods

· an inability to meaningfully cross the historic or present divide of culture, language, and/or race 

· young people 18-40 who are not choosing church, or are choosing different approaches to church

· a more diverse cultural context as to religion, ideology, and  lifestyle

· buildings and staff that were built by and for an era or church size that is long gone

· a technologically based world that connects people less by geography and more by “kindred spirit.”  (People can more readily choose and nurture their personal, spiritual, professional and family relationships “on-line.”)
New Skills

Mature relationship skills will be needed to transform the church in general and the appointment making process in particular. When pastors are appointed to “serve the congregation” rather than pastorally nurture and prophetically inspire the congregation for Christ-led service to the world, our congregations and the communities beyond them go underserved.  Nonetheless, to appoint pastors jointly to congregations, regions and communities is a shift in the expectations of pastors and churches. 

While most United Methodists would agree that we are called into relationship with God so that we might give our lives for others in the same love as Christ gave his life for us, and most United Methodists would agree that their church should reach out to help others, many of the members come to church to improve their own lives, not the lives of others.  We often forget that our spiritual, physical, mental and social health is nurtured as we give our lives away in the spirit of Christ.  We often forget that the changing spiritual, physical, mental and social needs of those in our congregations require us to be more aware of how to “do ministry” in and beyond the congregation and its buildings.  To make pastoral appointments for the “mission field” will require that congregations, clergy and the cabinet rethink the “matching process” that has dominated past appointment making. It may not make everyone happy and the appointment harmonious.   It may shake things up.  It will compel congregations, clergy and the cabinet to think more in terms of maturity of pastoral and congregational gifts, skills and vision needed to reveal and dismantle the obstacles that are preventing more powerful ministry in and through every setting.

This will not be as easy as we wish. We are a small conference with limited financial resources and personnel.  We cannot depend on others to do our work.  There are just not enough of us.  On the other hand, the New Mexico and Northwest Texas Conferences are small and therefore may be more nimble for facing changes in the way we do things than larger more cumbersome conferences.  Our congregations and clergy know what it means to claim their freedom and responsibility for ministry.  The American Southwest and the Methodists that are a part of it have a strong and independent spirit; willing to come together for mutual benefit, but not waiting around for “someone else to come and do the work for us.”  We come up with ideas that fit our region and the subcultures that inhabit it. 

Nonetheless, change is not easy.  Without an overabundance of financial resources and personnel, the pastors and churches who will need the most attention to help make the shift in their expectations may not get the help they need.  High potential pastors and high potential churches will have the priority in the appointment process.  How to encourage and train clergy and churches with average potential will need to be reviewed.   It will be tempting to give in to voices in the local church and in the conference as they speak louder, clamor and complain about their desire or right “to be served.”  As congregations limit or expand their membership (intentionally or unintentionally) by age, race, culture, music, education, marital/family status, economic group, ideology or any other defining characteristic, they will need to make wise and realistic decisions about their missions, ministries, facilities and staffing given their financial capacity.  The conference (lay and clergy members along with the conference teams, committees, boards and councils) will need to discern how best to utilize shared ministries so that pastors and congregations are equipped for powerful ministry rather than ways that perpetuate our current problems and decline.  This is not to say that “everyone should downsize everything.”  Some churches can better utilize what they have so that mission and ministries grow numerically and qualitatively.  Some will need to invest more in staff and property.  Some churches will be more “nimble and ready to serve” by cutting out and cutting back.  

Not only will local churches be changing their expectations of themselves, but also of their pastors.  They will be articulate about the realistic challenges and hopes for the mission and ministry of their church as they evaluate their needs for leadership and work with their appointed pastor(s).  They will need to be clear about not expecting the pastor to do the work for them.  For example, if the church wants to do more Hispanic ministry, more ministry with children and youth or more ministry with the elderly, they need to “own the ministry” and not expect the pastor to do it for them.  Likewise, pastors will need to be articulate about the realistic challenges and hope for mission and ministry in the local church, region and culture in light of their own and needed gifts and skills for ministry in those areas.

Pastors will not only be called upon to be realistic in their expectations of lay leadership,  congregational resources and hopes for mission and ministry, but they will also be alert to expectations for themselves in light of stated goals of the conference and their gifts and skills for pastoral leadership.  Disciplined insight into one’s self and intentional growth in professional effectiveness will be expected.  The Board of Ordained Ministry is working with the District Superintendents to design continuing education expectations for clergy and gather related reports.  With the request by the BOM that District Superintendents collect the reports and analyze them as data related to clergy effectiveness, it will be increasingly expected that the District Superintendents will focus on areas of strength and areas for improvement in the course of clergy and congregational consultations.

Summary of Shifts in the Cabinet’s Appointment Making Process

The D.S. will:

Shift FROM:




Shift TO:

-Focus on taking care of the appointed
-Focus on the ministry and mission field

clergy or congregations

-Concern for local churches


-Balanced concern for the ministry and 







mission field through local churches, 







districts, conference, national and 








international programs.


-Primary resource is money 


-Primary resource is the deployment of 

 (a.k.a., the “salary sheet”)


increasingly effective pastors

-Starting points for making appointments
-Starting points are opportunities for

are “openings”




strong mission and ministry.


-Focus is on solving conflicts and

-Focus is on ministry and mission aimed at 

problems




making disciples of Jesus Christ for the 







transformation of the world.

-Tradition of church appointment

-Tradition embracing gifts and skills of 
 

expectations based on longevity, 

young clergy and new clergy who bring

seniority and entitlement


maturity and skills from previous







professional and life experience.

-Emphasis on taking care of older churches
-Emphasis on “creating new places for new







people” (i.e., new faith communities and







new church starts).
SPRC Shift





SPRC Shift 


      From





        To

-Do we want our preacher back?
-How well are we addressing our Mission Field?

-Are the members happy with 


 -Is the pastor leading the members to 

our current pastor?



make disciples in the Mission Field?

-Is the pastor caring for the members

 -Is the pastor leading the congregation?        
of the congregation?

Congregational Shift




Congregational Shift 

                 From






To

-Ministry is for the members


 -We are the ministers of the congregation

-We hire someone to do the 


 -We do the ministry in the Mission Field 

 ministry for us

-It’s the pastor’s job to make


 -It’s the members job to make disciples of

Disciples of Jesus Christ


Jesus Christ

-If this proves upsetting to our members,
-It this reaches people outside the Church,
we won’t do it




we will take the risk and do it

-How many Methodist live within 

-How many un-churched people live within

Twenty-minute drive of this Church?

twenty-minute drive of this Church?

-How can we get the community to

-How can the church support the people in 

Support this Church?



our community?

Conclusion

The New Mexico and Northwest Texas Conferences have long been aware of their unique resources, relational networks, geography and culture.  As they face the challenges of a declining United Methodist population and denominational and national economic reductions, it may be an especially good time to regroup and orient our focus once again on the historic call of Christ in the tradition of Wesley to “make disciples for the transformation of the world.”  The needs of the world have never been greater.  The desire to be followers of Christ, faithful and unashamed has never been timelier. The Northwest Texas and New Mexico Appointive Cabinets have sought to be sensitive to these values, yet strategic shifts in the appointment process are warranted.  It is hoped that this paper will ignite conversations that will help to transform us into the nimble and ready, faithful and true network of Christians we are called to be. 
**Dr. Beverly Jones composed a majority of this document.  She utilized documents prepared by Bishop Janice Riggle Huie and Dr. Richard Burnham.  Members of the Northwest Texas/New Mexico Cabinets and I edited and made some additions.   I am grateful to all those who contributed to this monograph.  D. Max Whitfield
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